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PAULINE MORTENSEN

ILDING
ntil the time that David Evan arrived, Otto had been happy
living alone. He'd bought the farm back in the mountains to
live like his father had: free, without contamination. He had burrowed deep into the forest at the end of a winding road near
Plummer, Idaho-but not too deep ; he still had the advantage of
electricity to run his shop, his saws, his lathe, and his Rockwell
planer. Otto was crazy maybe, but he wasn 't stupid . He wasn't going to rough it.
This desire to create something out of the wilderness was a legacy: Otto's father had left the safety of his community to clear a
space for his family in virgin timber. The fact that Otto's family
were grown and married and that he was making this a hobby
really didn 't seem to make a difference ; hard work was hard work.
His entire life, Otto had wanted to build something fine, to start
from scratch like his father had done.
Otto had conceived the building of the barn while working in
his chainsaw shop in Coeur d'Alene, where he'd sat from nine until five on a high stool for twenty-five years cleaning out carburetors. Bending over the saws, his shoulders cramped, his eyes
searching for defects in the miniscule corners of chainsaw motors,
he had pinched a nerve in his neck, and it had given him a headache he couldn't get rid of without giving up his business. So
that's what he did.
After two years on his farm, he was still not ready to build. He
probably could have bought the lumber cheaper than buying the
equipment to work it with, but buying lumber meant an importa-
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tion, and he wanted the barn to be part of the farm, part of himself. He didn't want to look up when the barn was done and see
some crooked beam or cracked two-by-four that could have been
done right, but wasn't.
So here he was with David Evan, a nephew from California,
standing on the rutted back road that overlooked the pond. David
Evan was fumbling with his feet in the dirt just like his father,
Ev, had done the day before when he had talked Otto into letting
the boy stay with him. Last night Otto had driven Ev to Spokane
to catch the bus, and David Evan got used to the TV while they
were gone. This morning Otto was trying to make conversation.
He was beginning to see what Ev had meant about David
Evan's being hard to talk to. Unless he was looking right at you,
he didn't seem to hear a word you said to him. He just stood
there, his neck stretching forward, his head tilting suspiciously to
the side, and his reddened eyes focusing off in the distance. He
had on a white T-shirt that said "Catch Me If You Can" across
the front. His blue jeans were frayed around the pockets.
Otto told him how he had made the pond, how he had scraped
the bottom of the stream out with his dozer and dammed it off.
David Evan didn't seem the least bit interested. Instead, he started
poking with his toe at a rock that was stuck halfway out of the
ground.
"I figure with the spring run-off the pond ought to fill up and
be settled by July," said Otto. "I'll have me a regular lake. Be
good for swimming." David Evan mumbled something, but all
Otto could make out was that he thought it didn't look much
like a lake.
Otto picked up several rocks and skipped them across the muddy pond. He wiped his hands on the sides of his black work pants.
His hands were large, almost swollen. He tucked them in his
pants behind his suspenders, his thumbs poking out in front. He
wore a green long-sleeved shirt, rolled once at the wrists; black
calk boots and a green felt hat which he liked to tilt forward on
his head.
"I got a spring you know, up the side of the hill behind where
the barn will be, so that the water comes down by itself. Won't
need a pump-gravity feed. The water's as clean and pure as you'll
find. I figure later on this afternoon you can help me finish building the holding tank, that is if you're any good with a hammer."
David Evan kicked a few times at the rock in the ground. "I
suppose. There doesn't seem to be anything hard about a
hammer."
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Oreo pointed back up the hill coward the cement foundation of
the barn. "With chis spring, you see, I'll be able to have running
water in the barn. I thought char if I put in a couple of toilets
and a shower, the barn would be a nice place for barn dances, and
maybe I could organize a couple ball reams, scuff like chat. People
around here travel a long way to do things."
David Evan rolled his eyes away and shifted his weight.
"You're kidding."
It had occurred co Otto chat a strong teenage boy could be an
asset when it came co the hard work on the barn; raising the
beams would pose a difficult problem if he had co do it by himself. Bue he hadn't figured on chis exactly-chis attitude. Bue he
should have suspected as much the way Ev had stood there like a
used car dealer celling Oreo of all the advantages in having a boy
around co help on the farm . If chis was a welfare case, why hadn't
Ev come out with it in the beginning, without all the scuff about
needing a summer job? Orto nodded slowly, as if there were an
anvil tied and swinging from his chin; he could see how it was
now. Ev had always been the weak one of the family and could
never handle his own problems. David Evan would need a strong
hand to shape him up.
David Evan leaned over and picked up the rock chat he had
worked loose with his toe. He heaved it out into the center of the
pond , and Otto watched the circle chat it made.
"Here, I'll show you how co do char," he said. He bent down
and selected some flatter rocks. "Like chis." He skipped a flat rock
across the pond, and it clinked onto the rock pile on the ocher
side.
David Evan picked up some more round rocks and tossed chem
out in fast succession, the ripples making interconnecting circles
chat fused and dissipated. He reached down for more.
Otto remembered David Evan's father standing there yesterday,
scraping the rocks around on the road, crying to smash one into
the ground with the ball of his foot like he was trying to put out
a cigarette.
David Evan showered the pond with an entire handful of rocks.
And Otto said abruptly, "Come on, we have work to do." He
showed David Evan how to do the morning chores, feeding the
chickens and the cows.
That afternoon he had David Evan haul a load of cedar lumber
up to the spring site where he had been working on the holding
tank. From the moment he put the hammer in David Evan's
hand, he knew it wasn't going to be any use teaching him how to
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drive a nail. He didn't have the coordination. He held the hammer crossways in front of him and lifted from the shoulder. His
elbow stuck out to the side as if it had been broken at one time
and wouldn't function properly.
When he pulled his elbow in and got the hammer going in the
right direction, he used both hands on the handle. Otto finally
took the hammer from David Evan who was kneeling on the platform of the holding tank. "Here, you're doing that like a girl.
You'd better let me finish ." David Evan stood up and brushed his
knees, and Otto sent him down to the shop for more wood.
Otto thought he'd have to work David Evan into things gradually, start him with the animals and keep him busy in the garden. He hadn't done much with the garden since he had bought
the place, but maybe it would be something the boy could do to
keep him busy. With the hay fields gone to seed, and no equipment to run a farm right, all his farming amounted ro was taking
care of a few animals and hoeing a few vegetables. With David
Evan doing that, maybe he could get more done on the barn.
By the end of the week David Evan was taking care of the
cows and the chickens by himself. He took to the work and was
not altogether physically unsuited to doing chores, but there was
something about the way he carried buckets that, to Otto, made
him look as if he were about to take flight. His arms were long,
so he had to stretch out his upper arms in order to get the buckets off the ground. He'd race across the clearing between the feed
shed and the chicken coop, his head thrusting back and forth in
rhythm with his legs, his elbows flapping in the air.
As David Evan got the hang of the work, he'd finish sooner
each day, and Otto would try to work him in on different projects
with the barn. But it didn't always work out, and David Evan
would be given time off for the sake of Otto's peace of mind.
Then David Evan would wander off. Otto would see him idle
up toward the pond, or take long walks out into the fields or up
the mountain. Each excursion seemed to take him farther from
the house. From Otto's place up the hill, where he was usually
working on the barn or in the adjacent shop, he kept tabs on the
boy, watching him out in the meadow kicking through the wild
spring hay, kicking as if he were trying to scratch up some buried
treasure. But sometimes he disappeared altogether.
One day Otto was preparing the lumber to shiplap the bathrooms with, and David Evan was stacking it. After they had been
working together in the shop for a while, it came to Otto how it
was with boys. He was feeding the wood into the planer and Da-
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vid Evan was taking it out the other side and stacking it on the
opposite side of the workshop where Otto could get to it easily
from his table saw. They had worked several hours at this operation when Otto finally signalled to the boy that this was the last
piece of lumber. Otto fed the board of white pine into the rollers
at about one and a quarter inches, and the board emerged mysteriously from the other side groomed down to a little over three
quarters. As Otto switched off the planer with the satisfaction of a
job well done, he had the sudden notion that it was the same way
with raising boys: you give them a rigid set of guidelines, and
when they emerge they will not depart from it. He then gave David Evan instructions to clean up the shop while he went in to
get them some lunch.
Otto made them each a sandwich and poured some milk. No
use wasting good working hours fixing anything fancy. He sat
down at the table and waited. When David Evan didn 't come
right away, he went ahead and ate his own sandwich before his
milk got warm. David Evan's place was still empty when he finished. By this time he decided to go out after him , and his temper
was now as warm as David Evan's milk.
He stomped solidly up to the shop door and pushed it open .
David Evan looked up, startled. His seat was planted irreverently
on the pile of freshly planed boards, and he had a scratch awl in
his right hand with which he was digging into the soft white
pine.
"What do you think you are doing ?"
David Evan looked down at the scratch awl as if it were a dagger. There seemed to be no explanation and Otto asked for none.
He went toward the boy and grabbed the tool away, thrust it in
the corner, and squarely faced David Evan.
"I don't want to ever see you in here again. Do you hear me?"
The boy was gone for most of the afternoon , but came back
just at dark when the milk cow came up to the barn to be milked.
The incident did not make for warm relations between Otto
and David Evan, but eventually it faded with the routine of work.
Otto kept to the business of building his barn, and David Evan
kept to the demands of domestic animal life. The boy soon
learned his way around the kitchen to fix his own meals.
In mid-June David Evan and Otto were walking up to the
pond co see how it was filling in. They walked side by side up the
road past the barn; Otto, his hands swinging back and forth, tense
and ready to wrap themselves around a chainsaw; and David Evan,
his thumbs sticking through the loops on both sides of his gray
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pants, and his hands turned out horizontal as if getting ready to
play a piano.
Otto thought it strange how a quiet boy could be a bother; it
was always the energetic know-it-alls that seemed to cause the
trouble. Their conversation up the hill had been brief, but when
they reached the bank of the brimming pond Otto could not refrain from saying something.
"The water must be eight feet deep. What do you say to that?"
David Evan stood with his chest sunk in, his chin tucked and
almost touching his white T-shirt. "Looks kinda muddy."
"It'll clear up, don't you worry about that. My father built
himself a lake over in Montana, and it's still there. You know
there may even be fish in here someday. Yes sir, this is going to
be just fine." He looked down for a skipping rock, but there were
none around. He walked further up the bank where he could see a
supply in a curious pile, as if someone had put them there that
way. He bent over and was going to mention this curiosity to David Evan when he saw a beer can cooling in the shallow
edgewater.
"What? What is this? Somebody's been through here."
David Evan backed off, pretending not to notice.
"Right here in plain sight and on my own property." He
picked up the can and held it out away from him, between his
thumb and ring finger.
He looked suspiciously at David Evan . "You know how this
got here?"
"Nope. Unless maybe it was those fishermen passed through
here the day before yesterday."
"What fishermen?"
"Two of 'em. Passed right up your road, passed your shop
while you were inside buzzing away and you didn't notice a
thing. "
"Fishermen." Otto said it like there was a bad taste in his
mouth; then he said it again . "Fishermen. Any fishermen come
through here while I'm watching they'll wish they hadn't. And as
for you, I'd better not catch you doing something like this."
"Don't look at me. I said I never did it."
"We'll see about that." Otto carried the beer can back down to
the house and poured the contents down the sink.

By

the end of June, Otto had the beams ready to be raised into
position. He had eight laminated beams fitted and glued with
wooden pegs, glued carefully enough that he had considered metal
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bands unnecessary. He laid the beams out across the floor of the
barn like slices at the end of a loaf of bread, each beam resting
partially on the other, with the base of each butted up against the
metal posts where he would anchor the beam once it was vertical.
He looped a heavy rope through the high point of the top beam,
then through a pulley which was attached to a solid tree. He anchored one end to a second tree, and tied the other to the back of
his pickup. He rigged a second rope system in the opposite direction around a tree, twice for friction , so that he could guide the
beam and keep it from going over once it reached the top.
There was no way around needing David Evan ; Otto would
have to use him to drive the pickup. With Otto giving the orders
and guiding the beam, David Evan eased the pickup down the hill
in front of the barn foundation. The first beam resisted, but then
suddenly came alive, groaning and rising in jerky spurts in spite of
Otto's warnings to keep the motion steady.
" Easy does it, easy does it. Keep it even . Slow up there.
Whoa." His arm waved for David Evan to stop. " Set the brake.
Set the brake, and get out here and help me. "
Otto tied off the beam and with one of them on each side they
bolted it into position. The total process took nearly an hour. It
was early evening before they had all but the last rib raised into
position ; the entire structure resembled some decomposed,
beached whale. Otto was pleased with himself; he was pleased
with the barn ; he was even pleased with David Evan's working
alongside him all day without any foul-up. But he had to keep reminding him about things like the nuts on the beams-David
Evan never did seem to tighten them enough-and Otto had to
go around himself and check every one.
"One more to go, let's git 'er done."
Otto in position, David Evan in the pickup, the last beam arched slowly upward. Otto's arm shot down , and with an additional
staccato motion he indicated for David Evan to move into
position.
Otto tied his end of the rope off to the tree and tested it to be
sure it was taut. He was walking back into the shadow of the last
arch when the pickup suddenly lurched forward and stopped
again. The whole beam lifted off the ground and for one terrible
second, there was silence, silence like the stillness at the instant a
tree is severed from its base, a tense moment of hesitation before
gravity decides which way it will fall. Then there was an agonized
twisting sound, a sudden snap, a rush of air, a half-crazed Otto
sailing over a bank of dirt, and then the shattering crash of the
beam .
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By the time Otto's head cleared and he had dusted off his green
felt hat, David Evan was already bounding across the hay field as
if he were being chased.
Otto left everything where it had fallen and sac down at the
door of the barn to figure things out. It wasn't the barn that gave
him the real trouble. If it had been an accident, the boy wouldn't
have taken off like char. Accidents should be faced up co. Sure, he
would have done something co him, but chat was no reason to
cake off. David Evan was either weak or just plain mean, and
Otto couldn't figure our which.
He wrapped his hands around a white pine stick chat had been
lying beside him. He held it out in front of him parallel to the
ground, his forearms resting on his knees. He was still in chis posi cion when the moon came up, shining through the ribs of the
partially raised barn , repeating the arching lines in the dire in
front of him . As the moon ascended, shining over his shoulders,
the shadows drew in closer and gathered together into one solid
Gothic mouth which seemed to swallow him up.
Otto never did deal with David Evan about the last beam, but
continued in the same noncommittal manner, only with renewed
intensity. It now became harder and harder to talk with David
Evan all the time. If David Evan was innocent, he would probably
feel sorry enough, and chat would be his punishment. But, on the
ocher hand, if Otto ever found out chat the kid had done it on
purpose, he was liable to have a pulverized David Evan on his
hands.
Otto found a way co gee the last beam in position by himself,
and the rest was just a matter of rime. By the end of July he had
the roof finished , just in time co ward off the summer thunder
showers; he did most of the floor to the sound of rain on the
roof.
And in August when he finished the floor, he went up to his
new lake co celebrate. He hadn't been up in several weeks, and he
thought it should just be settling in now after the summer rain
storms. It would be full, clear up to the spillway he had put in the
dam co keep the water level constant. And after he finished the
floor, he was ready for a swim. He stripped to his shorts and
waded in . On the surface the water was calm and smooth and
clear. But underneath where he expected co feel sand, there was
mud and silt. His feet sank into about a foot of mud which was
layered with sticks and other debris. But the water was still cool
and inviting; pulling his feet out of the sucking mud, he lunged
our into the deeper part of the pond.
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While Otto was taking his afternoon swim, David Evan made
his rounds at the hen house. It was David Evan's main duty to
take care of the chickens, a particularly disagreeable job for Otto,
who had always felt that pigs had been given the bad name chickens deserved. Pigs divided their pen into sections for their three
primary bodily functions and maintained these sections religiously.
One summer he'd tried to pull a fast one on his father's pigs by
moving the feeding trough to the opposite corner of the pen so
he could save himself some steps coming from the feed shed. But
the following day the trough was back in its corner. So Otto had
gained a respect for the pigs, who kept things in their proper
places. But with chickens it didn't matter-their trough was their
latrine.
Otto liked thinking of David Evan in the chicken coop; somehow it was justice without the bother of a trial. In spite of this,
David Evan did seem to enjoy working there, and that somehow
took the pleasure out of justice.
Otto swam across the pond and back, back and forth. "I think
I'm going to like this," he said out loud to himself. "Yes sir."
The only problem came in trying to get out. When Otto put his
feet down they sank deep into the mud, and the mud was reluctant to let go. With each step, Otto had to wrench his body
around. He slapped and flailed at the water to get his balance, the
water beginning to writhe with the dark mud he was bringing
up. He went down and came up sputtering. By the time he made
it to shore, the water was turbid and churning. Otto stood looking down at his brown legs; his lake was nothing but a mud hole.
When he looked up, David Evan was coming toward him with
a dead chicken. He held it out in front of him on the top of his
palms as if he were offering it to Otto. David Evan told him what
had happened, and Otto had visions of David Evan, the chicken
hero, bounding head first into the middle of a chicken fight,
shoving hens right and left, his elbows high and nothing else visible except David Evan's tail sticking out above the others.
Otto might have laughed, but he was mad. "It's dead," he said.
"Get rid of it."
"But why's it dead? What killed it?"
"The other chickens killed it. Don't ask so many questions."
Otto pointed to the chicken's feet. "They can't tolerate anything that's different. They peck at it. Nature's way of culling out
deformities."
David Evan tilted the chicken, feet end up. Cherry-sized globs
of manure had formed and compacted around each of the claws.
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"It's not a deformity."
"Doesn't matter much, does it-it's still dead."
"What causes it?"
Otto shrugged his shoulders. "Water in the chicken coop, I
guess. Roof probably leaks. Better get him buried."
"But if the roof leaks, why don't we ... "
"Don't you listen? I said bury him. There's plenty else that
needs to be done. I don 't have time to repair a whole roof just on
account of one dead chicken . It's not common sense."
David Evan left with the chicken in his hands, and Otto never
did know what he did with it.

The

day the toilets arrived, Otto was excited ; he swept the
floors in each of the bathrooms, which were finished except for
those two final plumbing fixtures, and he laid out all the tools
he'd need for installing them . When the delivery truck finally arrived, he insisted on helping them unload.
The commodes sac disassembled outside the barn, the white
porcelain gleaming. Out of curiosity, David Evan watched the activities, but Otto wasn't about co ask his help. He did it himself.
By chore time he had the first commode installed, and his curiosity to see if it would work could not be delayed.
Since the flow of water co each separate bathroom could be
controlled by means of a valve outside the barn, Orto turned off
the one to the unfinished room and opened half way the one to
the completed bathroom. This was the first test of the new spring,
and the pressure might be too much. It was better co be safe. He
opened the main valve chat led directly co the spring, and waited.
He went back into the barn. The tank on the toilet was empty.
He came back out and opened the secondary valve full forcenothing. There was no pressure at all-none. He tried the sinks.
Nothing.
Otto climbed the hill co the spring, to the wooden holding
tank he had built; he banged on the side of it-empty. A hole had
been bored through the soft cedar at the bottom of the tank. It
was empty and no new water was coming in. He plugged it with
a stick, instinctively. He had checked the source of the spring earlier chat month and everything had been fine. But now it was dry;
no ripple of water flowed naturally from between the rocks like it
had in June. It had gone dry on its own and muse have been dry
for several weeks. He'd never thought of chat. Stopped by an ace
of nature. He felt betrayed. Bue the hole wasn't natural. That was
a deliberate, malicious act.
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He lifted the lid of the holding tank and peered in. The bottom was covered with rocks which had probably been dropped in
before the hole was drilled. The initials "DEJ" were carved upside
down on the inside of the tank, and the scratch awl had been
stabbed deep into the cedar. He let the lid drop. The boy was going to have to pay this time. He should never have listened to Ev.
From the spring, Otto could see David Evan sitting on the
uninstalled commode, chunking rocks into a dozer bank. Each
time he threw he causec a small avalanche. That was enough for
Otto, who had been balanced precariously at the top of the hill
himself; he avalanched down as if the boy had thrown a rock at
him.
But David Evan was too fast, and he was gone around the end
of the barn and out of sight before Otto had reached the porcelain. In all these times, Otto had wondered where the boy had always gone off to. It might have paid to find out earlier, for now
when he really wanted to get his hands on him he felt helpless to
find him. He also had it in his mind that the boy was probably
not too far away, probably watching him this very minute. He
searched the sheds, peeking around corners, dodging in and out
trying to surprise him .
The search was empty, and when Otto had tired of it, he returned, dragged himself up the short incline to the barn and went
inside. The smell of the wood soothed his anger, made him think
of pure things. He laid his hand on one of the beams near his
head and rubbed it. There were no rough edges.
What did it matter about the spring? The water would come
again. He could fix the hole and run a hose up from the house
until the water came back into the ground. The spring did not
matter. What mattered was the barn, and the boy had not succeeded in contaminating that. The barn was good. It was sturdy,
it was straight, and it couldn't be destroyed; that would take more
than one boy the likes of David Evan Jessop.
The afternoon sun filtered in through the corrugated skylight,
making rippled lines across the floor. Otto walked out into the
middle, his feet echoing like the sound of his father's axe chopping alone in the woods near their Montana home. Otto held out
his palms and let the sunlight hit them, he felt the warmth on the
top and the coolness underneath. He had helped his father build a
barn. And that barn had been solid; it was as good as the house.
He closed his hands into fists and lowered them to his side. This
barn was good. It was solid; it was true. He got down on his
hands and knees, and put his face next to the floor. His eye
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searched for curves-there weren't any.
He sat up, and from his knees he followed the lines of the
beams to where they converged at the top, then followed the light
rays back down to the floor. There in the hazy light of the skylights, he absorbed the grandeur.
But there was something that bothered him; something was
telling him it was a marred grandeur. There was something in the
corner of the barn where he was searching with his eyes. All the
times Otto had finished his work, he had always put his tools
away, swept up the scraps and dust. It wasn't any of that. There
was something foreign in his barn that did not belong there. Otto
scowled and got up to investigate. He did not have to go all the
way over before he recognized what it was-it was human excrement. There was no doubt this time. The holding tank, and now
this-David Evan was going home tomorrow. He'd face him with
this, have it out, and tomorrow he was going home.
As Otto emerged from the barn, the afternoon sun caught a reflection from the house. He waited, and it came again . It came
from the boy sitting on the bottom step of the porch, from something he was holding tight against his chest. He sat rigid, his
knees pinned together, head bent, his elbows out as if he were
about to thrust some great burden away from his heart. Otto
couldn't quite make out what it was, but something in the boy's
hand kept glinting, attracting Otto. The finger of light beckoned
him down the hill, across the creek and into the yard . As he drew
nearer he saw that it was a knife, pointing dangerously at the
boy's own throat at times, but always extending out and scraping
back, out and back. He was carving, and with such delicacy that
Otto surmised that the object must be very fragile.
Halfway between the yard gate and the porch he slowed. In the
boy's lap was an inverted chicken . The boy was carving the round
caked globules from the chicken's foot, and the chicken seemed to
be unconscious of any act of mercy. The chicken's head hung out
to the side preoccupied with trying to right the world.
Otto came up on the boy so as not to startle him . He wanted
to catch him unaware; he wanted to grab him, make him talk,
confess. But what the boy was doing arrested him-put him back.
It didn't make any natural sense. All this for a chicken.
"Do you think the chicken knows what you are doing for
him?" Otto asked.
"No, but he might when his head clears. Doesn't matter
though," said David Evan.
"They've already started pecking at him. They'll start again, you
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know. Don't see much sense in it."
"There isn't," said David Evan . "No sense at all."
Otto had the feeling he had been agreed with, but he wasn't
sure about what. He shook his head and turned away, found himself walking back the way he came. After all, what could he say to
a boy carving manure off a chicken's foot ?
When he got to the chicken coop, he looked in through the
window. It was leaking all right. The roof sagged in the middle
and looked like it might brush his head if he went in . There was
fresh hay on the floor. The person that built this hen house
should have built it better, that's all. They just didn't build things
like they used to. His father could build them. He built chicken
coops, barns, and houses. And a man could have lived in all of
them.
He opened the door and stepped inside. It was like stepping
into a hot bath with feathers. He shuddered and went back out.
David Evan was still carving when Otto got back, and Otto
noticed that the knife David Evan was using was one of the
dulled kitchen table knives.
" I got a pocket knife if you'd care to use it," he offered.
"This works just fine." The boy kept on shaving the compacted
manure, the dust falling indiscriminately on white T-shirt and
chicken.
Otto put his hands into his pockets and felt around as if he
were looking for something specific. Because the boy and the
chicken blended together so well there in the sun he hadn 't noticed what the boy was doing when he came upon him the first
time. It was clear to him now. He liked to have things clear, and
he was annoyed at not having been able to see the chicken from
further off. And the annoyance reminded him of his former anger-the thing in the barn. What was it he should tell this boy? If
he confronted him about the floor of the barn what good would
it do? What good had any of it done so far?
David Evan finished one foot and began on the other. The
chicken struggled for freedom in the temporary release, but was
held firm.
Otto could see the bleeding around the tail where the other
chickens had already been pecking. When it was put back into the
coop that way, all the boy's work would be for nothing. No sense
to it. No sense at all. If he let it run loose something else would
kill it.
He continued to watch David Evan. Maybe there was something you could put on a chicken ; seemed like his father used to
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do something. Something left by the previous owner perhaps. He
went into the house and knelt down on his knees in front of the
kitchen sink. Behind the garbage pail, behind the horse liniment,
beside the Epsom salts, he found a jar of soft coal tar. He held it
up to the light to read the label and brush the dust off. Not
much on the label but the name. He'd have to go by instinct. He
opened the ancient jar-it seemed good.

Out

on the porch, the boy was finishing off the other leg.
When Otto came out of the house he sat down on the step beside
David Evan. The boy's nearness startled him . He couldn't remember ever touching him. How was it with David Evan anyway? He
had never had trouble with his own boys. They had grown up
there in Coeur d'Alene working in the woods like he had done
himself as a boy. But David Evan was from California where they
didn't have the same opportunities. How was it with a boy from
California?
David Evan dropped the knife on the porch step and turned
the chicken over and held it against his own chest. The chicken
no longer struggled to get free. And then Otto knew how it was.
David Evan was just a boy in a white T-shirt with caked globs of
manure on his feet. Otto held out the jar of soft coal tar and David Evan took it.

